The aim of the present study was 
Introduction
Recent ultrasonographic studies conducted in sheep and goats have shown that 3-6 large (growing to >5 mm in diameter) ovarian antral follicles develop in an orderly succession during the oestrous cycle (sheep: Ravindra et al, 1994; Schrick et al, 1993; Ginther et al, 1995;  goats: Ginther and Kot, 1994) . A transient increase in serum concentration of FSH accompanies the emergence of these follicles in cyclic sheep (Ginther et al, 1995) .
To date, the data describing ovarian follicle dynamics in anoestrous ewes have largely come from postmortem (slaughtered animals) studies of reproductive tracts (Hutchinson and Robertson, 1966; Brand and de Jong, 1973) or experiments using laparoscopy-endoscopy (Smeaton and Robertson, 1971;  Noel et al, 1993) . The results of these earlier studies showed that ovaries of anoestrous ewes were not inactive. Maximum follicle diameter and mean number of large ovarian follicles did not differ between animals killed during anoestrus and those killed from day 5 of the oestrous cycle onwards (Brand and de of ovarian antral follicles were seen to grow and regress in an orderly fashion during both the breeding season (August, November, February) and anoestrus (May; Noel et al, 1993) .
When ultrasonographic observation of the ovaries of anoestrous Western White-faced ewes were made over two 5 day periods, no antral follicles > 6 mm in diameter were recorded and the total numbers of antral follicles did not differ between the two observation periods (Ravindra, 1993) . The number of large antral follicles ( > 5 mm) and the mean diameter of the largest follicle did not differ between the periods of study (P > 0.05). The number of small (3 mm) and medium (4 mm) ovarian follicles and the mean number of all ovarian follicles > 3 mm in diameter each day (dTFN) increased from the first to the second scanning period in anoestrus (3 mm follicles: 1.6 ± 0.4, 2.7 ± 0.4, 2.3 ± 0.5 and 2.2 ± 0.5; 4 mm follicles: 0.5 ± 0.1, 0.9 ± 0.2, 0.5 ± 0.2 and 0.7 ±0.2; dTFN 2.9 ±0.5, 4.4 ±0.7, 3.7 ±0.7 and 3.4 ±0.7, for scanning periods 1, 2, 3 and 4, respectively; < 0.05).
Follicles are illustrated (Fig. la,b) .
The number of follicular waves per ewe (2.8 ± 0.1), the number of follicles per wave (1.2 ± 0.1), the mean maximum diameter attained by the largest follicle of the wave (5.9 ± 0.3 mm) and its lifespan (7.7 ± 0.9 days) did not differ among the four periods of study (P > 0.05). Mean durations (in days) of the growing (2.8 ± 0.5), static (1.9 ± 0.3) and regressing (2.9 ± 0.5) phases of the largest follicle of the wave did not differ among the four study periods in anoestrus (P > 0.05). The growth rates of the largest ovarian follicles of waves increased from the second scanning period (April-May) to the last scanning period (July) Follicles were included in a wave if they emerged within a 48 h period. 
Discussion
The absence of behavioural oestrus ('silent oestrus') in three of eight ewes before the last luteal phase of the breeding season is similar to previous observations in sheep (Smeaton and Robertson, 1971; Rawlings et al, 1977) . (Bartlewski et al, 1995) . (Ravindra, 1993) , no ovarian follicles > 5 mm in diameter were detected. The largest ovarian follicles in the present study were seen to grow to a maximum size of 9 mm before regression. The proportion of ewes with ovaries bearing ovarian follicles reaching a maximum size of 5, 6, 7, 8 Polypay (Ginther et al, 1995) and Western White-faced sheep (Ravindra, 1993) (Legan et al, 1985) .
In the present study, the emergence of follicular waves generally overlapped the regression phase of the largest follicle of the previous wave, and the growth of ovarian follicles to 4 mm in diameter during the growing and static phase of a follicular wave was infrequent. However, the marked follicular dominance seen in cattle (Ginther et al, 1996) Baird, 1977; Souza et al, 1996) . However, in the present study, the number of determined oestradiol fluctuations was significantly greater than the number of emerging follicular waves. In anoestrous ewes, even though follicles grow into the ovulatory size range, oestrogen production appears to be lower than it is during the breeding season (Yuthasastrakosol et al, 1975) . However, when pulses of GnRH were given to anoestrous ewes, oestrogen production appeared to increase as large antral follicles grew in the ovary (Souza et al, 1996 (Ginther et al, 1995) and outside of the breeding season.
